Comparing 5/7 and 2/9: Adults can do it by accessing the magnitude of the whole fractions.
This study investigated adults' ability to compare the magnitude of fractions without common components (e.g., 5/7 and 3/8), and the representation accessed in that process. We hypothesized that the absence of common components would enhance access to the magnitude of the fractions (i.e., a holistic representation) rather than a direct comparison of the numerators or the denominators. This hypothesis was tested in four between-subject conditions. Two types of experimental pairs were used that differed in the congruity of the magnitude of the denominator and the magnitude of the fraction. Each type of experimental pair was presented either alone or with filler pairs that introduced variability into the congruity of the components. In all four conditions, accuracy was above chance and the effect of the distance between the fractions on response times was significant, indicating an access to the magnitude of the fractions. Nevertheless, the variability of the congruity of the components had also a significant effect on performance, suggesting that the relative magnitude of the components was also processed. In conclusion, the representation of the fraction magnitude is hybrid, rather than purely holistic, in a magnitude-comparison task on fractions without common components.